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reconceptualization and rewriting of the chapter as fractal, not simply
structural, criticism.
No doubt some readers will be put off by the casual subjectivity of Earl's
criticism and by his easy acceptance of the idea that his interpretation is, in
Harold Bloom's terminology, a "strong misreading" (174). Earl freely
acknowledges that "objectivity is not exactly the goal of my interpretation;
[because] objectivity is not what is left over when the psychological inhibitions
to interpretation are finally overcome" (r74), and he does not hesitate to
recount and psychoanalyze his dreams about Beowulf One must take Thinking
about Beowulf on its own terms, however, without asking it to be more than
it claims to be: the thoughts and speculations of one well-informed and
sensitive reader. As such, it should serve to inspire further thoughts on the
part of its own (informed and no doubt sensitive) readers-no mean feat for
a critical text on a work as overdetermined and overdiscussed as Beowulf
Joyce Tally Lionarons
Ursinus College

Farrell, Thomas J., ed. Bakhtin and Medieval Voices. University of Florida
Press, Gainesville, 1995. 240 pp., 9 black & white photographs, r figure,
r table, notes, bibliography, index. $49.95.
Thomas J. Farrell has collected an impressive range of essays that each
attempt to assess the ways in which Mikhail Bakhtin's work might contribute
to medieval literary studies. These essays demonstrate that Bakhtin's criticism
and theory can indeed aid our study of the Middle Ages by giving us concepts and a vocabulary that refine our sense of how medieval texts construct
meaning. Many of the essays also address Bakhtin's own vicissitudes with
respect to the Middle Ages; thus Bakhtin becomes an occasion for this book
to illustrate how those vicissitudes create a context within which medieval
textuality, in turn, refines the theories that inform contemporary scholarship.
The book is divided into three sections. The first section contains
three chapters that examine the carnivalesque in medieval texts. Bakhtin"redirected" away from his insistence on intentionality (26)-helps Andrew
Taylor read the "stream of disorderly life" that encircles the pages of
the Smithfield Decretals both "as a site of ideological conflict between the
authority of the book [the written] and the vitality of the world [the oral]"
in which the text is produced (3r), and as a site within which conflict is

222

Book Reviews

configured according to our own "psychological investment in the construction
of the manuscript" (36). Lisa R. Perfetti takes some issue with the usefulness of
Bakhtin's approach to carnival (laughter, in particular) in the German tale
Meier Helmbrecht, given the tale's ability to reinscribe the revolutionary into
the more conservative dimensions of its agenda but finds that laughter can
never be fully so reinscribed. Jody L. H. McO!,iillan looks at the similarities
and differences between carnival and the French sottie (a comic play usually
no longer than five hundred lines) "not only [to] laud Bakhtin's insights into
carnival but also ultimately [to] expose limits to Bakhtin's insistance [sic] on
the monologic character ('joyful closure') of carnival and drama" (77).
The second section, "Multiple Voices in Medieval Texts," variously
shows in specific ways the dialogism of medieval literature; Bakhtin gives us
a vocabulary by which we can better understand and appreciate the discursive
complexities of medieval literature. Robert M. Jordan reevaluates the Man of
Law's Tale as a fundamentally heteroglossic tale that does not attempt
rhetorical and textual consistency (despite numerous critical endeavors to do
so), but rather embraces "a 'system' of languages that 'interanimate' one
another" along the compositional lines advocated by Geoffrey of Vinsauf
(83). Steve Guthrie contrasts Gower and Chaucer to show that The Book ofthe
Duchess at specific prosodic, linguistic levels and at larger conceptual, political
levels realizes a kind of heteroglossia that produces a "manifesto for the native
vernacular" that "engages" the language and culture of both French and English (107). Translation, for Daniel}. Pinti, enacts Bakhtinian dialogism. Pinti
examines Gavin Douglas's translating Virgil in his Eneados to demonstrate
how translation in the Middle Ages is self-consciously poised on the
"boundary, indeed as this boundary" between "the source-language writer
and the target-language writer" (no). Finally, Robert S. Sturges uses the
differences between the two manuscripts of the Middle English pseudoAugustinian Soliloquies to understand how Bakhtin can concretely aid our
sense of how the very character of medieval manuscripts and their "multiple,
indeterminate authorship" produce heteroglossia, polyglossia, and polyphony,
which, in turn, produces a complex dialogue between readers and writers.
The final section of this book contains three chapters that engage
Bakhtin more conceptually and critically. Farrell himself finds in The Clerk's
Tale a kind of monologic quality that was useful and important to the Middle
Ages, and he uses Bakhtin's notion of the chronotope to describe the "cyclic
but essentially unredeemed 'Ecclesiastes Time"' of the tale that aligns the
world of Chaucer's characters with the biblical world the Clerk draws on for
comparisons (154). There is, therefore, in and between Chaucer's tales nothing
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too "radically decenter[ing]" (157), but Farrell wishes to argue for the value of
that discourse to the Middle Ages, rather than dismissing it, as Bakhtin
does. Nancy Mason Bradbury "corrects" the inadequacies in the way
Bakhtin differentiates popular from elite culture with the work of Bakhtin's
student Aron Gurevich. Gurevich helps Bradbury see how Robert Mannying
gives voice in Handlying Synne to subversive discourses not to "destabilize"
the official clerical discourse, but to teach doctrine in a language through
which the masses might "assimilate" it (171-72) . Concluding the book
is Mark Sherman's insightful critique of Bakhtin's overly simplistic and
distortive notion of the epic. Far from being a simple inversion of the novel,
the epic foregrounds the dialogic conditions of its construction-its selfconscious intertextuality, the written vision of oral performance, etc. And
Dante takes these processes a step further by writing an epic that interrogates
the intertextuality of epicness by using an "allegory ... [which] refuses to
commit the human image-including the images humans make of themselves-to dehistoricizing hierarchies of interpretation like the eschatology
that underscores patristic exegesis" (196).
The essays in this book collectively do a nice job exploring the possibilities
and the problems with using Bakhtin to understand the Middle Ages. There
is also some capable theoretical work done here, too, especially in Sherman's
concluding essay. This book could be a useful resource in the classroom for
courses or seminars that address theoretical concerns in medieval studies,
especially since theory itself informs the individual studies at varying levels.
In Farrell's introduction, and at times in the essays, a self-consciousness, even
defensiveness, about theory in medieval studies betrays the persistent inferiority
complex we're still working through. Taken together, however, the essays
investigate theory in a wonderfully medieval vein. Because this book has its
eyes focused both on the Middle Ages and on Bakhtin, Bakhtin is both
appropriated as an authoritative voice by modern medieval studies and also
challenged as an appropriate authority figure for modern medieval studies. In
both cases, Bakhtin himself becomes an auctor-a complex one who falls
somewhere in between Aquinas's Aristotle and Petrarch's.
In some ways I regret not being able to encounter each of these fine
essays separately somewhere. Farrell records in his introduction that he is
pleased at the dialogue about Bakhtin that the book sets in motion between
the essays and with Bakhtin (14). One might also read in the essays collectively
a kind of scholastic argument about the question of Bakhtin's usefulness.
While it conducts this argument, the book as a whole does not and perhaps
cannot, given its aims, question authority itself too deeply. Bakhtin and

224

Book Reviews

Medieval Voices, as the wording of the title indicates, undercuts its own desired

critical heteroglossia by focusing on, quarreling with, but always dependent on,
Bakhtin's dominating discourse. I could not wish for a different result-it is
inescapable in this kind of book-but I could wish for more self-awareness, at
least from Farrell, that his book paradoxically situates Bakhtin's ideas in its
own fundamentally conservative, critical monologic discourse. Yet, echoing
Farrell's own essay, perhaps this book, like The Clerk's Tale for the Middle
Ages, enacts here a monologism useful and important to us.
Joseph D. Parry
Brigham Young University

Groos, Arthur. Romancing the Grail- Genre, Science, and Quest in Wolfram's
Parzival. Cornell University Press, Ithaca, N.Y. 1995. xvi + 270 pp. $37.50.
Whoever still dares to claim that premodern literature has little to say
to us today and is irrelevant in light of postmodern critical theory will be
surprised reading the study by Arthur Groos, one of the leading Wolfram
von Eschenbach specialists in this country. His examination of Wolfram's
Parzival is deeply influenced by Mikhail Bakhtin's narrative theory with its
concepts of "heteroglossia," the chronotope, and carnival. "Heteroglossia"
especially emerges as one of those strategies that Wolfram obviously utilized
in the composition of his masterpiece, relying on a plethora of voices borrowed
from the past and from his contemporaries, creating an amazing interplay of
genres and contexts leading to a pluralistic discourse. Groos also argues that
Wolfram applied many different chronotopes, or time-space units, but
that concept does not seem to be clearly worked out and leaves the reader
wondering what the purpose of this neologism might be within this Grail
romance. If it is supposed to mean that the coordinations of time and space
play a particular role, then it needs to be stated that this can be found in
almost any romance, and so here as well. On the contrary, Bakhtin's concept
of the carnival seems to work well in Wolfram's text as the traditional
Arthurian society is satirically and sarcastically undermined and contrasted
with the new dimension of the Grail (see the study by Will Hasty, Adventure
as Social Performance, 1990, here not consulted).
Apart from chapter 1, Groos has previously published practically all
of his chapters as articles and now has merged them under the banner of
his Bakhtinian reading. This works well for the first three to four chapters,

